The role of plasma level monitoring of tricyclic antidepressant drugs as an aid to treatment.
Use of the tricyclic antidepressant drugs is the most common pharmacotherapeutic approach to the treatment of depression. It is a common clinical experience to find that a fair proportion of patients fail to show a satisfactory response and that others complain of side-effects. Important factors which influence this situation are the diagnostic criteria used to select patients for drug treatment, the dosage prescribed and individual compliance. Measurement of plasma drug concentrations has been proposed as a more rational way of increasing the efficacy of antidepressant medication and avoiding toxicity. A number of studies have shown a correlation between plasma concentrations of these drugs and clinical effects, but the relationship is far from simple. With amitriptyline and nortriptyline there is good evidence for a 'therapeutic window' within which maximum antidepressant action is obtained. Many patients being treated with these drugs have plasma levels outside recommended therapeutic ranges. Experience in our department has shown that there are a number of clinical situations where routine plasma level monitoring of selected antidepressants is of value: (1) inadequate clinical response; (2) side-effects/toxicity; (3) complicating medical conditions; (4) suspected poor compliance; and (5) long-term therapy. Such measurements are a relatively simple and inexpensive way of maximizing the benefits of drug therapy and a means of tailoring drug dosages to suit individual requirements.